Research concerning online consumer behaviour has found that consumers are more inclined to utilise the Internet for information searching rather than actual purchasing. One reason proposed for this state of affairs is that potential buyers perceive buying on the Internet as a risky endeavour.
Introduction
Although the origins of the technology can be traced back to 1958, the Internet, initially known as the "International electronic network", was started in 1986 (Pallab, 1996 as cited in Tan, 1999) . Over time the Internet has evolved away from its initial role as a channel of communication for the military to increasing commercial use. Today the Internet, in a consumer marketing context, is effectively used in four major ways, namely:
 as a retail distribution channel;  as a marketing communication channel or tool;  as a customer relationship management tool; and  as marketing research tool or a source of information.
As a result of these uses the Internet today offers consumers not only access to an extensive amount of information but is also an alternative way of making purchases. However, the high growth predictions offered in the late 1990`s (Jarvelainen & Puhakainen, 2004; Chen & He, 2003) have not really materialised. Mayo, Helms and Inks (2006: 271) put it this way: "A key concern in e-commerce continues to be the slower-than-current-anticipated growth rate in consumer purchases…" Estimates of the market share of online purchasing range from under 2% of total retail spending (Retail Forward, 2003 as cited in Swinyard & Smith, 2003) to about 10% in the British retail market (IMRG, 2007 as quoted by totalwebsolutions.com), which suggests that consumers have been slow to adopt online purchasing (Su, 2008) .
Those who anticipated faster growth of Internet purchasing are confronted by the reality that nearly two thirds of Internet users have used the Internet to research potential purchases online, but they have yet to purchase over the internet (Yang, Lester & James 2007) . In other words, consumers are more likely to do pre-purchase information searching on the Internet rather than actual purchasing (Forsythe & Shi, 2003) .
One plausible explanation for this relatively slow growth in online purchasing is that consumers perceive the act of purchasing online to be a risky endeavour, and that this risk could affect their likelihood of purchase (Wood & Sheer, 1996) .
Although some work has been done on the role of trust (Stewart & Malaga, 2009; Delgado & HernandezEspallardo, 2008; Suh & Han, 2003; Tan & Thoen, 2000 -2001 and risk (Gupta, Su & Walter, 2004) in ecommerce, limited research has been done on the impact of individual risk types. Some of the work on risk perceptions in ecommerce is also not beyond reproach. Gupta et al (2004) for instance measured risk perceptions using a composite measure of four single items of four different types of risks (financial, performance, psychological and social risk) and one "overall" risk item. Given the diverse nature of these risk-types it is not surprising that they reported very low reliability co-efficients for this measure. In this study we use multi-item scales to measure each risk type and report excellent internal consistency indices for all risk types.
A further gap in the literature is the fact there is a paucity of research concerning risk related to branded and non-branded (or generically-branded) retailer websites.
The purpose of this study was therefore to investigate the perceived risks associated with intention to purchase online using multi-item instruments (see Appendix A) that demonstrate sufficient evidence of both reliability and validity (see Table 1 ).
The primary contribution of this study, however, lies in extending the research relating to perceived risk by examining the influence of brand knowledge on perceived risk by investigating whether this variable can act as a mediating variable influencing consumer intention to purchase on a branded website (as opposed to a non-branded or generically-branded web site).
The role of risk in purchasing behaviour
Classical consumer behaviour theory and purchasing models suggest that consumers move through a number of stages when deciding whether to make a purchase or not. These stages are: problem recognition, search for information, evaluation of alternatives, purchase, and post-purchase evaluation (Statt, 1997; Schiffman & Kanuk 2004: 198) . As a consumer moves through these stages they are influenced by a variety of extraneous variables, of which one is risk perceptions.
Risk perceptions have been shown to impact on consumer decision-making for both physical products (Dunn, Murphy & Skelly, 1986) and services (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry, 1985: 47) and is something a rational consumer will avoid if at all possible -or at least minimize (Bauer, 1960) . The concept "perceived risk" in the context of consumer behaviour refers to a purchasing decision of which both the consequences and the outcomes are uncertain (Bauer, 1960; Cox & Rich, 1964; Havlena & DeSarbo, 1991) .
Types of risk
The concept of perceived risk was originally introduced by Bauer (Horton, 1976) , who defined risk in terms of the uncertainty and the consequences associated with a consumer"s actions (Bauer, 1960; Lu, Hsu & Hsu, 2005) . Consumers are apprehensive when they cannot be sure that purchases will allow them to realise their purchasing goals. Perceived risk can therefore be considered a function of the uncertainty about the potential outcomes of a behaviour and the possible unpleasantness of these outcomes (Forsythe & Shi, 2003) . The amount of risk perceived by the consumer is a function of two main factors, namely the amount at stake in the purchase decision, and the individual"s feeling of subjective certainty that he/she will "win" or "lose" all or some of the amount at stake (Cox & Rich, 1964) . The amounts at stake and the purchaser"s subjective assessment of the chances of an unfavourable consequence, determine the total amount of risk in any purchase decision (Dowling & Staelin, 1994) . Parallel to the components of perceived risk, uncertainty and consequences, different types of perceived risk exist within overall perceived risk. A number of studies have identified types of perceived risk. The most common types of risk that have been identified include functional, physical, financial, time, psychological, and social risk. For any given purchasing decision "overall risk" can thus include any of the above-mentioned six types of risk, and it can be concluded that perceived risk is a multidimensional construct.
For the purposes of this study the different types of risk are operationalised as:
 Performance risk (also referred to as functional risk) is defined as the uncertainty and the consequence of a product not functioning at some expected level (Huang, Shrank & Dubinsky, 2004) .

Physical risk refers to the potential threat to an individual"s safety, physical health, and well-being (Lu, Hsu & Hsu, 2005) .
Financial risk is defined as the probability of monetary loss associated with purchasing a product (Huang et al., 2004) , as well as the possibility that one's confidential financial information may be misused by others (Forsythe & Shi, 2003) .
Social risk reflects the disappointment in the individual by friends and family in case of a poor product or service choice (Ueltschy, Krampf & Yannopoulos, 2004) .
 Psychological risk reflects an individual"s disappointment in oneself in case of a poor product or service choice (Ueltschy et al., 2004) .
Time risk refers to the probability that a purchase results in loss of time to purchase or retain the product (Chen & He, 2003) as well as the time and effort lost in returning or exchanging the product, and any technological problems such as a slow website server (Hassan, Kunz, Pearson & Mohamed, 2006) .
Previous research has shown that consumers" perceive risks associated with purchasing, and risk is therefore likely to affect purchase intention (Wood & Sheer, 1996) . Purchase intention is the consumer's plan whether to participate in a transaction or not to and in this study, online purchase intention refers to an intention to transact with an online retailer using a website. This intention will, however, be influenced by how the consumer intends dealing with risk perceptions.
Dealing with risk
Consumers deal with risk in a variety of ways (Hoffman & Bateson, 1997) . Some of the tactics that marketers can use to reduce risk include providing general or specific information, guarantees/warranties, money-back offers, endorsements, and cultivating a comforting store image (Mitchell & Boustani, 1992: 21; Solomon, 1992: 372; Hoffman & Bateson, 1997: 87; Schiffman & Kanuk, 1997: 185) . According to Roselius (1971) other methods of risk reduction include endorsements, brand loyalty, major brand image, private testing, store image, free sample, money-back guarantee, government testing, shopping, expensive model, and word-of-mouth. In the online environment return policies, privacy disclosure and assurances of security encryption are risk all reliever tactics that are not only important but unique to this trading platform (Delgado & Hernandez-Espallardo, 2008 ).
These risk reliever tactics can be divided into two broad categories: either minimizing the consequences of product/service failure or by enhancing the certainty that the product/service will perform adequately.
In this study branding knowledge (a way of minimising risk) is the focus of the study.
Branding and risk perceptions
When consumers do not have much knowledge about a product category, the brand name becomes relatively important in their purchase decision (Hsu, Lai & Chen, 2007) . In other words, when consumers are uncertain about a product, they base their choice on what is most familiar or most easily recognised (Jacobs & de Klerk, 2007) , one they are knowledgeable about, one which is popular, well-known or has a strong reputation (Mitchell & Boustani, 1992) . A brand is thus ".. a powerful heuristic cue for evaluations and choice decisions because they often signal intangible offering properties that must otherwise be learned through experience" (Delgado & Hernandez-Espallardo, 2008 ).
This contention has been empirically confirmed to also apply to the online environment by Chen and He (2003) and Su (2008) who found that the greater the consumer's brand knowledge of a particular online retailer, the more likely the consumer is to make an online purchase.
Against the background of the slow adoption of Internet purchasing and the suggested role of risk perceptions the second objective of this study was thus to consider the role that brand knowledge can play as an intervening variable mediating the influence of risk perceptions on purchasing intentions in the online shopping environment.
Objectives
Many commentators argue that the slow adoption of the Internet as purchasing channel can be attributed to excessive risk perceptions among potential buyers. The primary objective of this study was to assess the validity of this contention. More specifically the objective was determine whether the perceived risks associated with online purchasing will influence a consumer"s intention to purchase from a branded website (as opposed to a generically or nonbranded website).
The literature suggests that consumers" risk perceptions are influenced by their brand knowledge (Esch, Langner, Schmitt, & Geus, 2006) . The potential mediating role of brand knowledge in influencing intentions to buy on a branded web site was thus a secondary objective of this study. A further objective will be to compare the results of this study with results reported elsewhere related to the risks perceptions when consumers are asked about buying on a generically-branded web site (Boshoff, Schlechter & Ward, 2009 ).
Methodology
For the purpose of the study a distinction was drawn between a branded web site and a non-branded web site. A well-known online retailer similar to Amazon.com was regarded as a branded web site while a site such as books.com would be regarded as a generically-branded website. To address the research questions, online book retailing was chosen as the study context. A book retailer was chosen since books are one of the most commonly purchased items online (Nielsen, 2005) .
Measuring instrument
Data were collected using a questionnaire adapted and modified from pre-developed scales in previous studies concerning risk by Chen and He (2003) and Hassan et al. (2006) . The instrument measured six type of risk perceptions (26 items), brand knowledge of a branded web site (five items) and intentions to purchase online (four items). Each statement was linked to a 5-point Likert-type scale where 5 implied Strongly Agree and 1 implied Strongly Disagree.
The sample
To collect the data to assess the theoretical model proposed in this study a combination of convenience sampling and random sampling was used. The primary sampling unit was the geographical area (cities) in which the target population (higher income, well-qualified individuals) was most likely to be found. Next the secondary sampling units was chosen.
In this case, a number of shopping malls in the selected geographical area were selected by means of judgement sampling. Inside each shopping mall 200 randomly selected individual were asked to participate in the study. Respondents qualified to participate in the survey if they had access to the Internet.
Data analysis
To assess the reliability of the scores generated by the measuring instruments Cronbach"s alpha scores were calculated. An assessment of the discriminant validity of the constructs included in the study was done by means of an exploratory factor analysis. The measurement model was assessed by means of a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) and the hypotheses were assessed by means of Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) using LISREL 8.80.
Empirical results

Discriminant validity
In order to assess the discriminant validity among the independent variables (the different types of risks) in the theoretical model an exploratory factor analysis was conducted. A principal axis factor analysis with an Oblimin rotation yielded the most interpretable factor structure. The results of the exploratory factor analysis revealed that some items measuring some of the risks had to be deleted from the data set due to poor discriminant validity. Several exploratory factor solutions were considered. The most interpretable factor solution was a three-factor solution (Table 1) . 
Reliability results
The generally accepted norm for a score to be regarded as reliable (in this instance internal consistency) is 0.70 (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994) . All three the reliability coefficients for the three re-configured risk constructs exceed the customary cut-off of 0.7 (see Table 1 ). It can thus be concluded that these scores and the instruments used to measure the constructs investigated in this study can be described as very reliable
Multivariate normality
The selection of an estimation method in structural equation modelling is influenced by distributional properties of the data (Hair et al., 2006) . Therefore, before the confirmatory factor analysis was conducted the multivariate normality of the data was assessed. The null hypothesis considered was that the data demonstrate sufficient evidence of multivariate normality. To assess the multivariate normality of the data (skewness and kurtosis), LISREL 8.80 was used. The test result (skewness and kurtosis χ 2 = 1275,51; p < 0,000) revealed that the assumption of multivariate normality did not hold for this data set, suggesting that the null hypothesis had to be rejected. Due to the violation of the assumption of multi-variate normality the more conventionally used Maximum Likelihood (ML) could not be used (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 2008) . Under such circumstances Satorra and Bentler (1988; proposed that the Robust Maximum Likelihood (RML) estimation method be used.
The confirmatory factor analyses model fit statistics of the Robust Maximum Likelihood analysis (χ 2 = 226,44; p=0,000; df = 132; RMSEA = 0,060; ECVI = 1,530) suggested that the measurement model for the perceived risks associated with intention to purchase online on a branded web site fitted the data fairly closely.
The influence of perceived risk on purchase intention
The primary objective of the study was to assess the direct influence of perceived risks on consumer"s intention to purchase on a branded web site. A structural equation model was specified following the exploratory factor analysis. The model contained three risks, namely Personal risk, Performance risk and Social risk as potentially influencing Intentions to purchase on a branded web site.
To assess the influence of risk perceptions on intentions to purchase on a branded web site the following hypothesis was considered:
The influence of perceived risk on intentions to purchase is equal to zero
The results of the structural modelling analysis shown in Figure 1 reveal that both Performance risk (path coefficient: -0,30; t-value: -3,09; p < 0,01) and Social risk (path co-efficient: -0,24; t-value: -2,19; p < 0,05) exert a strong negative influence on Intentions to purchase on a branded web site. Personal risk, however, do not impact on Intentions to purchase on a branded web site. As a result of these empirical results Hypothesis H0 1 had to rejected in respect of Performance risk and Social risk. The fit indices (χ 2 = 253,95; p = 0,0088; df = 203; χ 2 /df: 1,24 ; RMSEA = 0,0355; ECVI = 1,779) indicate that the model provides a close fit with the sample data.
The mediating effect of brand knowledge
The secondary objective of this study was to consider the potential effect of brand knowledge as a mediating variable for the effects of Performance Risk and Social Risk on Intentions to Purchase. The models in Figure 2 and 3 were used to assess partial and full mediation respectively.
Partial mediation: Brand knowledge
In the case of the partial mediation of brand knowledge on the effects of Performance Risk and Social Risk on Intentions to Purchase the following null hypotheses were considered: The LISREL results summarised in Table 2 indicate that, if a significance level of 1% is used, brand knowledge does act as a partial mediating variable between Performance Risk and Intentions to purchase on a branded web site (t = -3.598; p < 0.01). More specifically, knowledge of the brand will enhance the likelihood of purchasing on a branded web site by lowering concerns about Performance Risk. Brand knowledge, however does not partially mediate (p-value > 0,05) the impact of Social Risk on Intentions to Purchase on a branded web site. Against this background there is sufficient evidence to reject H0 2 but H0 3 cannot be rejected. (Figure 1 ) all but disappears. 
Conclusion
Based on the results of this study, consumers perceived three types of risk associated with online purchase intention, namely Performance, Social, and Personal risk.
It was found that both Performance risk and Social risk exert a strong negative influence on Intentions to purchase on a branded web site. Personal risk, however, do not impact on Intentions to purchase on a branded web site. Furthermore Brand knowledge does act as an intervening variable between Performance risk and Intentions to buy on a branded web site. Brand knowledge, however does not mediate the impact of Social risk on intentions to buy on a branded web site.
It was also found that when shopping on a branded website, a consumer"s ability to recall and recognise, as well as carry positive thoughts, feelings, images, and beliefs concerning the online retailer (brand knowledge) will aid in increasing their likelihood of purchase. Also, when shopping on a branded website, the ability of the consumer to recall and recognise the online retailer as a brand can lower their perceived performance risk, which in-turn will increase their likelihood of purchase.
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These findings are very similar to those reported regarding risk perceptions when a shopping on a generically (nonbranded) web site (Boshoff et al., 2009) . Of the different types of risk perceptions investigated in the generic web site study, only Performance risk (also called Functional risk by some authors) influences the intentions to purchase on a generically-branded website. In that study it was found that that brand image (not brand knowledge) mediates the influence of Performance risk on Intentions to purchase on a generically-branded website.
Managerial implications
In broad terms the results of the study are consistent with the consumer decision-making literature that suggests that consumers tend to develop their own strategies in order to reduce the risk associated with a particular purchase (Schiffman & Kanuk, 2004: 198) . Such risk reduction strategies (or risk relievers) enable consumers to act with increased confidence when making purchasing decisions.
The finding on brand knowledge relates to consumers" natural tendency to trust well-known brand names as a substitute for the familiarity and certainty of the outcome of the purchase (Schiffman & Kanuk, 2004: 198) . The brand implies an assurance of a standard of quality, dependability, performance and service.
When using branding as a means to manage risk perceptions a web site manager can embark on an Integrated Marketing Communication campaign to develop the brand knowledge and associate the desired characteristics with the brand. Performance signals can be sent to consumers via traditional channels and reinforced when they visit the website through design and content. Hanson and Kalyanam (2007: 195) , for instance, highlight the importance of integration amongst communication channels when referring to the evocation of online responses required to coordinate traditional and online brand development mediums. They identify two aspects of online communication that convey brand meaning namely imagery and functional performance-related information.
However, as information requirements are subjective a web site manager should design a system that can be tailored to individual needs. Imagery refers to the brand personality and in turn, the set of human characteristics associated with the brand (Hanson & Kalyanam, 2007: 194) . Careful consideration should thus be given to aspects of digital content to ensure the consistent communication of the desired brand image.
Creating recall and recognition, positive thoughts, feelings, images and beliefs concerning an online retailer means creating a positive online retail experience. This experience can be engendered by synchronising the consumer"s needs and the shopping environment, in this case, the website. Methods for achieving this include:
 Drawing attention to steps that the consumer should follow to effectively complete a purchase.

Inserting visual design that conveys the company culture and positioning.
 Adding imagery and representations that clarify and enhance the product and service offerings.
 Ensure visible corporate identity/logo on delivery packaging.
 Send a free branded book mark on delivery of product order, in this way the consumer is exposed to the brand identity after purchase and off the internet.
Increasing awareness through (SEO) Search Engine Optimization strategies.
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
Monthly newsletters enhanced by corporate identity consistent with website experience for consumer brand to memory repetition.
Reward programmes whereby the consumer has an incentive to purchase from your particular online website as opposed to a brick and mortar retailer or another online retailer. Reward programmes also provide a platform with many opportunities for brand awareness and image strategies.
Finally, Hanson and Kalyanam (2007: 239) emphasise that an important aspect of online retailing involves the perceived credibility of the retailer. The authors list several guidelines a retailer could refer to in order to enhance perceived credibility:
 Make it easy to verify the accuracy of the information on the site.
Show that there is a real organisation behind the site.
Highlight the expertise of the organisation and in the content and services provided.
 Emphasise the integrity of the people responsible for the site.
Make it easy to contact the retailer.
The design needs adhere to the appropriate usability, should be up-to-date and error-free.
Avoid excessive advertising on the site.
